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Abstract 
In this paper I offer a brief analysis of the specific features of Christian education. The information is structured in 
two sections: in the first section I present the theories of adult learning that I use in the analysis, as well as a brief 
overview of the features and theories of the Christian education. In the second section of the paper I analyze the 
institution of catechumenate from the point of view of the adult education theories, presenting its specific and its 
principles. 
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1. Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to highlight the characteristics of the Christian education as reflected in the adult-oriented 
institution of catechumenate, in the Early Church. My purpose is to shed some light on the basic principles of adult 
education from an Orthodox Christian perspective. To this end, I will present the institution of catechumenate and its 
specific in relation to the principles of adult education theories. Since Christian faith appeals not only the intellect of 
the believer, but also aims at attitudinal and behavioral changes, Christian education may be analyzed in terms of a 
lifelong learning experience. My intention with this paper is to reassess the specific principles of Christian adult 
education and to underlie some of their connections with modern theories on adult education. 
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2. Theoretical landmarks 
In this theoretical section, I propose the analysis of two aspects: a series of theories about adult education and the 
presentation of the principles of Christian education. 
2.1. Adult education 
Adult education is a concept that refers to “any process directed towards the participants’ learning and 
understanding, where the participants regard themselves and are regarded by others as socially mature” (Jarvis, 
1995: 42). The key concept of this definition, education, may be understood, along the line of interpretation given 
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), as “organized and sustained 
instruction designed to communicate a combination of knowledge, skills and understanding valuable for all the 
activities of life” (Jarvis apud Tight, 2004: 17). According to Gagné, the object of learning, or “what is learned may 
consist of intellectual skills, verbal information, cognitive strategies, motor skills or attitudes” (apud Tight, 2004: 
24), while learning itself may be described as „a change in human disposition or capability that persists over a 
period of time and is not simply ascribable to processes of growth” (apud Tight, 2004: 24). 
In a paper published in 2004, Fenwick and Tennant grouped the various theories of adult learning into four 
perspectives: (1) the learning as acquisition theories view “knowledge as a substantive thing – a skill or 
competency, concept, new language, habit, expertise, wisdom – that an individual obtains through learning 
experiences”; (2) the learning as reflection theories understand “learners as active constructors of knowledge, 
creating new meanings and realities rather than ingesting pre-existent knowledge”; (3) the practice-based 
community theories of learning concentrate “more on people’s ability to participate meaningfully in everyday 
activities within particular communities of practice than on their mental meanings”; and (4) the set of theories “of 
learning as embodied co-emergent process challenges people-centered notions to portray learning as emerging in 
the relationship that develop among all people and everything in a particular situation – people, spatial arrangements 
and movements, tools and objects” (Fenwick, & Tennant, 2004: 56). The authors consider that the four perspectives 
on adult learning “are not so clearly distinct as the categorization implies”, that “they sometimes overlap and blur” 
(Fenwick & Tennant, 2004: 56), and that “there is an entanglement between perspectives for understanding adult 
learning and perspectives for engaging with theories of adult learning” (Fenwick & Tennant, 2004: 73). They argue, 
in the same time, “that a single unified ‘theory’ of adult learning is neither desirable [n]or possible” and, thus, 
“advocate the adoption of multiple perspectives” (Fenwick, & Tennant, 2004: 73). 
The history of the adult education concept is intertwined with that of lifelong education/lifelong learning, 
according to which, „learning is portrayed as being available throughout life, as needed and desired, for everyone” 
(Tight, 2004: 39). Peter Jarvis (1995:42) argues that “education is a lifelong process of learning and developing – 
which is an ideal at which to aim”. He also points out that “learning is a basic human need, so that the process of 
learning occurs in most people throughout much of their life” (Jarvis, 1995: 43). According to Knapper & Cropley, 
the lifelong education is distinguished by several characteristics: „it is intentional – learners are aware that they are 
learning”; “it has specific goals, and is not aimed at vague generalizations”; “these goals are the reason why the 
learning is undertaken” and “the learner intends to retain and use what has been learnt for a considerable period of 
time” (apud Tight, 2004: 40). 
I. A. Dumitru lists a series of principles of adult education (2007: 107-110): 
x before engaging in training / learning activities, adults want to know why they have to learn certain things and 
where they would use them; 
x adults have a rich experience, both quantitative and qualitative, that can and should be capitalized in their 
teaching/ training activities; 
x adults are prepared and willing to learn those things (knowledge, skills, competencies, etc.) that they need in 
order to cope with real life situations; 
x adults learn in different and various situational contexts, whether for solving concrete problems, or willing to 
self-fulfil as personalities; 
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x adult motivation for learning is predominantly intrinsic – they engage in learning/ training activities on their own 
initiative, knowing that their continuous formation is a must for the development of their personalities; 
x adults are pragmatic students – they expect, after completing a learning program/ process, to gain some ‘benefits’ 
in the professional, social or personal life. 
2.2. Christian education 
The Christian religion is rooted in the teachings and the preaching of Jesus Christ. The first Christian adherents 
(the twelve Apostles) were called to faith by Jesus himself, who, subsequently sent them to preach the new doctrine 
to all people: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28, 19-
20). This verse lays at the origin of the Church’s practice concerning baptism: those willing to convert to 
Christianity had first to acquire its basic teachings. The first teacher was Jesus Christ, whose words were partly 
recorded by his disciples – they later became themselves teachers of the new faith for the members of the religious 
communities that they established. This teaching power and mission was then passed on to the bishops (and to the 
priests), through ordination. 
The ideal of Christian life aims at perfection, as Saint Paul impels: “be imitators of God” (Ephesians 5, 1). “Jesus 
Christ represents the fundamental norm, the existential paradigm that will inspire the true Christian in his actions” 
(Cucoú, 2001: 49), as He calls the believers: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5, 
48). By following Christ, the faithful hope to gain eternal life. But, from the (Orthodox) Church’s perspective, 
observing all things that Jesus has commanded means adhering to the articles of faith, observing the moral rules and 
taking part in the divine services. These three aspects are intertwined and they reach the peak in the Eucharist: the 
believer who observes them is allowed by the priest, in the Holy Sacrament of Confession, to the Holy Communion. 
According to the Eastern Christian Tradition, the goal of the Christian life is the deification of the human being and 
this can be achieved by taking part to the Sacraments (especially the Eucharist), because they are the means by 
which divine grace is transmitted to humans. In the Eucharist, the (Orthodox as the Catholic) Church teaches that the 
believer is united, through the grace of the Holy Spirit, with Christ (gracious union). 
The basic teachings of Christianity were initially preached by Jesus Christ and were subsequently spread by the 
Apostles. “Along with the Holy Apostles, in the Early Church have served the prophets and the didascals, as 
carriers of special charisms [gifts of the Holy Spirit]” (Gordon, 2004: 26). Of importance for the subject of Christian 
education are the didascals, who “expressly undertook the mission of catechesis and […] [whose] work continued 
until the 5th century” (Gordon, 2004: 26). Starting with the 4th century, the Christian Church enjoyed a more 
favorable legislation in the Roman Empire and became “the official religion of the Christianized Roman Empire” 
(Ică jr., 2008: 266). As a result, the advantages received by the Church led to an affluence of candidates for the 
Baptism that reflected in the blossoming of the institution of catechumenate and of the catechetical schools (such as 
those of Alexandria, Antioch or Jerusalem) – since the former had an introductory nature, the latter assumed a more 
academic nature (Bolocan, 2005:120). 
3. The institution of catechumenate 
In the light of the above section, the role of education in the Early Christian Church appears straightforward: the 
baptism could not be performed without an elementary instruction on Christian teachings. In order to embrace the 
new religion, the candidates had to express their will and to make a profession of faith. This implied the fact that the 
candidates had to be adults. 
3.1. Definitions 
The term catechumenate refers to the method of teaching the candidates for baptism the Christian faith, method 
practiced in the Early Church. Catechesis (from the Greek katechein – to resound, to teach) “targets a teaching of 
faith intended to make clear the revelation and its coherence in the whole of God’s plan of salvation” (MarĠian, 
2007: 142); it represents the mode of transmission of basic Christian teaching to adults who were to be baptized. 
Catechumens were those who wanted to convert to Christianity and in order to receive baptism they had to accede 
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and to adhere to the new Christian teaching and catechists were the teachers who instructed these students/pupils in 
the Christian faith. The institution of catechumenate was “a rather long period dedicated to listening to the 
proclaimed and celebrated Word, for the purpose of living it every day through behavior” (MarĠian, 2007: 141). 
3.2. Features of catechumenate (who, what, where, when) 
The presentation in this and in the next subsection will primarily follow the description of the preparation of 
candidates for Baptism in the Church of Jerusalem, in the 4th century, made by the Galician (Braniúte, 1982: 257) 
pilgrim Egeria in her pilgrimage notes (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919). 
According to the Jerusalemite practice, the candidates for Baptism inscribed their names “on the day before 
Quadragesima, and the priest writes down the names of all”. On the first day of the Quadragesima each candidate, 
accompanied by his/her godparent, come in the Church, before the bishop, who inquires the godparents and the 
neighbors of the candidates about the candidates’ moral life and, if the candidate proved to be “blameless in all these 
maters”, the bishop “writes down his name with his own hand. But if he is accused in any mater”, he is given a time 
to amend, where after he was allowed to come back. The women candidates undertake the same inquiry. All those 
accepted by the bishop “are first exorcised by the clergy”. Immediately afterwards, the chair “is placed for the 
bishop […] in the great church, and all who are to be baptized sit around, near the bishop”. “Beginning from 
Genesis he goes through all the Scriptures during those forty days, explaining them, first literally, and then 
unfolding them spiritually. They are also taught about the Resurrection, and likewise all things concerning the Faith 
during those days. And this is called the catechizing” (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919: 91-92). 
After five weeks “from the time when their teaching began, (the Competents) [the candidates] are then taught the 
Creed” and the bishop explains “the meaning of the Creed; each article first literally and then spiritually”. And after 
the completion of the seventh week, “the bishop comes in the morning into the great church […] where they come 
one by one, a man with his [god]father and a woman with her [god]mother, and recite the Creed to the bishop” 
(McClure, & Feltoe, 1919: 92-93). 
“But when the days of Easter have come, during those eight days, that is, from Easter to the Octave, when the 
dismissal from the church has been made […], the bishop […] explains all things that are done in Baptism. In that 
hour no catechumen approaches […], but only the neophytes and the faithful, who wish to hear concerning the 
mysteries, enter there” (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919: 93-94). 
As evidenced by the above mentioned definition, “the primary aim of the […] catechesis/preaching was the 
preparation of catechumens for the Holy Sacrament of Baptism” (Gordon, 2004: 25) and “the object of the 
catechesis was the word of God, the Holy Gospel” (Gordon, 2004: 25), as Saint Paul clearly pointed out: “we do not 
proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians, 4, 5). The catechumens were taught about the 
principal aspects of Christian faith. The teacher/ catechist was, most often, the bishop, but he could be replaced by a 
priest or a catechist (specially appointed teaches). The catechumenal preparation took place in the church of the 
community, three hours daily, in the first seven weeks of the Lent (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919: 92). 
3.3. Principles of the catechumenate (how) 
From the description made by Egeria of the institution of catechumenate in the 4th century Jerusalem, one can 
draw two principles of the catechumenate: (1) the candidates to Baptism took part freely and willingly and (2) the 
teaching was adapted to the pupils. The candidates not only came freely to inscribe themselves in the “courses”, but 
they also needed support from other Christians (godparents and neighbors) who would recommend them and testify 
for their “blameless” moral life in front of the leader of their Church – the bishop (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919:  90). 
The second principle of the catechumenate noticeable in the description above is that “the catechetical education 
took place gradually, most of the times isagogic (from simple to complex)” (Gordon, 2004: 25). This principle was 
already presented and applied by the Apostle Paul in his Epistles (I Corinthians 3, 2-3; Hebrews 5, 12-14), when he 
compared the Christian teachings with the food: that for children (beginners in the faith) is different than that for 
adults (more advanced believers). The same principle can be found in the 3rd century, in Origen’s writings, who was 
grouping the “candidates for baptism according to their training degree/education level” (apud MarĠian, 2007: 247). 
Also, from The Catechetical Lectures of Saint Cyril of Jerusalem (4th century) it is clear that “the group of 
candidates looking forward to Baptism at the coming Easter […] formed a special class […], different from that of 
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the newly baptized” (Cross, 1986: xxi-xxii). Moreover, Egeria shows clearly that the group of catechumens received 
a different level of teaching than the neophytes (McClure & Feltoe, 1919:  92). Along the line of adapting the 
teaching to the attendance is the existence – in the 4th century church of Jerusalem – of translators who would 
interpret both into Syriac and into Latin (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919:  94). 
3.4. The catechumenate as adult education programme 
There are two types of theories of adult learning that can help the understanding of the institution of 
catechumenate. On the one hand, the acquisition theories “maintain that some concepts and practices do exist as a 
‘body’ or discipline of previously developed knowledge, and that a learner encounters and integrates these” 
(Fenwick & Tennant, 2004: 59). This is especially the case with the Word of God, preached by Jesus Christ and by 
the Apostles. Since the candidates to baptism had to learn certain teachings and articles of faith (e.g. the Creed), this 
body of knowledge was previously developed and could be found in the collection of Scripture. 
On the other hand, situative theorists “argue that learning is rooted in the situation in which a person participates, 
not in the head of that person as intellectual concepts produced by reflection. Knowing and learning are defined as 
engaging in changing processes of human participation in a particular community of practice" (Fenwick, & Tennant, 
2004: 63). By community of practice the authors understand “any group of individuals who work together for a 
period […] developing particular ways of doing things and talking about things that their members come to learn. 
Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that individuals learn as they participate by interacting with the community (with its 
history, assumptions and cultural values, rules and patterns of relationship). […] The objective is to become a full 
participant in the community of practice, not to learn about the practice. The community itself defines what 
constitutes legitimate practice” (Fenwick, & Tennant, 2004: 63). The concept of community of practice may 
successfully describe the religious community of Jerusalem of the 4th century. During their training period, the 
catechumens needed not only to learn by heart some articles of faith, but they also needed to take part in a series of 
activities of the religious community. The bishop taught them how to read and, more important, how to understand 
(literally and spiritually) the Scripture (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919: 92). In her notes, Egeria is mentioning some 
differences concerning the religious practice between the home Church and the Church of Jerusalem. This aspect 
supports the idea that any local Church may be seen as a community of practice that fosters certain learning patterns 
and encourages the development of specific religious practices. 
The voluntary participation of the adult candidates to the catechetic meetings with the bishop is in itself an 
argument for considering the institution of catechumenate a form of adult education. The candidates took part in this 
form of learning in order to gain access to Baptism. The pragmatic aspect here was the expected positive change in 
one’s personal (and even professional and social) life after becoming a Christian, since, after the year 313 the 
Church become more and more present in the social and political life of the Roman Empire. As such, the 
opportunities of mobility for the Christians on the social and political life of the Empire increased significantly. 
During the period of catechumenate, the candidates were introduced to and socialized into new customs, new 
ways of looking at and doing things. This is why, at the very beginning of the training period, they took part in a 
ritual of exorcism (McClure & Feltoe, 1919: 92). In fact, the inquiry undertook by the bishop concerning the moral 
life of the candidates can be seen as an admission exam, since there were some postponed candidatures. Renouncing 
the old lifestyle was the introductory part in the process of achieving new (and very different) customs and habits. 
The reading and the interpretation of the Scripture made by the bishop helped the catechumens not only to enrich 
their knowledge, but also to become familiar to a new Weltanschauung: the Christian one. The catechesis of the 
bishop “took the form of continuous addresses, not catechizing by question and answer. Any of the faithful 
(baptized) who wished were permitted to be present, but catechumens of the earlier stage were excluded” (Cross, 
1986, p. xxi-xxii). Again, the pupils were grouped according to their religious level of understanding (by taking into 
account their background). And also, the attendance was offered the possibility to fully benefit from the 
participation in the religious and educational services of the Church by providing translators/interpreters for the 
members of the biggest ethnic communities (McClure, & Feltoe, 1919: 94). This is another example of adapting the 
form of the learning content to the specific of the audience. 
284   Ştefan Colbu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  142 ( 2014 )  279 – 284 
4. Conclusions 
The religious education for a contemporary Orthodox Romanian starts in the family and pretty much ends in 
school. There are very few means of completing it: those who take part in the worship during feast days can listen to 
the sermons; there are also sermons after the most common religious services that people take part in, such as the 
Baptism, the holy Matrimony and the funeral of relatives and friends. The Confession can also be an authentic 
learning occasion for those who practice it, since it implies the spiritual advice from the confessor. But, apart from 
these, there is no means of completing one’s religious education except for the religious books. However, the only 
essential thing that a book cannot do is to offer guidance. 
The 4th century catechist provided the catechumens with the means of interpreting the most difficult texts. The 
priest or the teacher of a Sunday school does exactly the same thing nowadays, but this institution is missing in the 
Orthodox Romanian landscape. The contemporary affluence of religious literature releases the orthodox faithful on 
a slippery slope between syncretism and fundamentalism. This is why I consider that, in order to make the religious 
education a lifelong learning experience, it should be took into account the opportunity of establishing, alongside the 
parochial churches, an institution where adult believers could be able to update, deepen and complete their religious 
education. 
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